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Abstract—Octavia E. Butler returned again and again to 

the body as a place where power is written. Her final 

novel, Fledgling (2005), carries this concern into a 

vampire story that is also a story about genetics, race, 

and kinship. Narrator, Shori Matthews, is a fifty-three-

year-old Ina who looks like a young Black girl. Her 

family has blended human DNA into her body, and the 

melanin she carries lets her stay awake in daylight and 

survive the sun far better than another Ina. At first 

glance, this hybrid body seems to challenge the old idea 

that race is a fixed biological essence. Yet prejudice does 

not vanish. Shori’s dark skin becomes a reason for 

suspicion, hatred, and murder. Drawing on Michael Omi 

and Howard Winant’s theory of racial formation, Stuart 

Hall’s account of the racialized “Other,” and Rosi 

Braidotti’s critical posthumanism, this paper argues that 

Butler presents race as biologically plastic but socially 

persistent. Genetic engineering can reshape the body, but 

it cannot, on its own, reshape the structures that give that 

body political meaning. The paper therefore separates 

three forms of belonging in the novel: genetic, social, and 

political. It concludes that Fledgling does not imagine a 

world without racial difference. Instead, it imagines a 

world in which difference can no longer justify 

inequality. 

 

Index Terms—Octavia E. Butler; Fledgling; racial 

formation; genetic engineering; posthumanism; 

Afrofuturism; belonging 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

 

Fledgling, published in 2005, was the last novel Butler 

completed before her death in 2006. It opens with a 

child waking in darkness, wounded, starving, and 

without memory. Slowly the reader learns that this 

“child” is Shori Matthews, a member of the Ina, a 

long-lived species that feeds on human blood and 

shares its life with chosen human symbionts. Shori is 

also the result of an experiment. Her mothers and the 

scientists among her family have added human genetic 

material to her body, including DNA from a Black 

woman. As a result, Shori has dark skin, and that 

melanin allows her to remain awake during the day 

and to endure sunlight that would badly burn another 

Ina. 

Here lies the paradox at the centre of the novel. Shori’s 

body has been altered to overcome a biological limit. 

It succeeds. Yet the very change that protects her also 

exposes her. Her Blackness moves through a quiet but 

painful chain of meanings. It begins as an advantage 

and an adaptation. It is soon read as difference, then as 

a source of suspicion, and finally as a political threat. 

The same skin that lets her walk in daylight marks her 

as an outsider among her own people. 

To understand this paradox, it helps to separate two 

ideas that are often confused. The first is race as a 

biological essence, a fixed inner truth carried in blood 

or genes. The second is race as a social and political 

process, a set of meanings that communities attach to 

bodies. Butler does not simply choose one idea over 

the other. She lets them collide. In Fledgling, biology 

is real and it matters, but biology never speaks for 

itself. Someone always interprets it. 

Critics have already shown that Shori’s hybridity 

unsettles fixed racial and species boundaries. This 

paper takes a different path. It moves the focus from 

hybridity itself to the political consequences of racial 

plasticity. It asks why changing the material 

composition of a body does not change the meanings, 

hierarchies, and forms of belonging that are attached 

to it. 
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The study uses close textual analysis. It reads scenes 

of genetic disclosure, racial insult, legal judgment, and 

chosen kinship through theories of racial formation, 

representation, and posthuman subjectivity. Three 

research questions guide it. First, how does Butler use 

Shori’s genetic modification to unsettle the idea that 

race is biologically fixed? Second, why does this 

change fail to remove racial hierarchy among the Ina? 

Third, how does the novel separate changing the body 

from changing the political meaning given to it? 

The argument of this paper is that Fledgling imagines 

race as biologically plastic but socially persistent. By 

writing Black human DNA into an Ina body, Butler 

disrupts the belief that racial difference has a stable 

biological core. Yet Shori’s altered body does not 

produce a post-racial community. Instead, it becomes 

the ground on which racial boundaries, purity politics, 

and competing claims of belonging are fought over 

once again. Butler thereby shows that transforming the 

body is not enough to transform the society that reads 

it. 

II. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

2.1.  Afrofuturism and Black Female Subjectivity 

Morris reads Fledgling through what she calls 

Afrofuturist feminism. For her, Butler’s Black female 

vampire breaks into a genre long ruled by white, often 

male, figures of terror and desire, and Shori’s Black 

girlhood becomes a claim upon the future rather than 

a decoration. Brox adds that Butler reshapes the 

vampire tradition so that it can speak to present 

anxieties about race, sexuality, and difference. Both 

readings are persuasive, and this paper accepts their 

central point: Shori’s Black female body matters. It 

also extends that point by one step. Morris and Brox 

show Blackness represented in the future. Fledgling 

goes further and folds Blackness into the very biology 

of another species. The question then changes. It is no 

longer only how Blackness is pictured in a future 

world, but what happens when Blackness becomes the 

future of a people who still refuse to accept it. 

 

2.2.  Posthumanism and Biological Citizenship 

Nayar offers one of the most influential readings of the 

novel. He interprets Shori’s hybrid body through 

posthumanism and argues that Butler imagines a new 

“biological citizenship,” rooted in multispecies 

kinship, interdependence, and shared life. His work 

maps the ethics of Shori’s body with great care. Yet 

the posthuman frame, as van Veen also warns, can 

drift away from race. It is one thing to say that Shori 

exceeds the human. It is another to ask what that 

excess does to racial formation. This paper builds on 

Nayar by stressing that a posthuman body can still be 

read through a very old racial grammar. Citizenship in 

a new biology does not guarantee citizenship in an old 

society. 

 

2.3.  Hybridity, Symbiosis, and Diaspora 

Sanchez-Taylor examines two kinds of symbiosis in 

the novel: the social bond between Ina and their human 

symbionts, and the genetic union within Shori herself. 

She shows that Butler keeps biological harmony apart 

from cultural equality, since the Ina-human bond 

remains uneven even when it sustains both sides. 

Coker Körpez reads Shori’s hybridity through 

diaspora and argues that hybridity does not dissolve 

community boundaries. The Ina can live among 

humans and still guard an ethnocentric sense of who 

belongs. Together these studies show that mixture is 

not the same as acceptance. The present paper shifts 

their emphasis from hybridity to plasticity. The key 

question is no longer whether Shori is hybrid. It is 

what happens, politically, when racial difference itself 

becomes something that can be engineered. 

 

2.4.  Race, Law, and Power 

Van Veen reads Fledgling against the post-racial 

optimism of some post humanist theory. He insists that 

Blackness, Black culture, and Black feminism remain 

central to Butler’s vision, and that the novel refuses the 

comfort of a world beyond race. Young turns to the 

courtroom scenes and reads the Council of Judgment 

as a space that exposes both the necessity and the 

failure of legal remedies for historical injustice. Lacey 

places the novel within Butler’s wider study of how 

individuals cope with and resist power, while Bast 

argues that the novel complicates simple notions of 

agency and treats race as socially constructed even 

inside a story of genetic manipulation. These studies 

show that Shori’s struggle is never private. It is shaped 

by institutions, by law, and by the long memory of 

racial violence. 

Taken together, this scholarship establishes Fledgling 

as a site of Afrofuturist imagination, posthuman ethics, 

contested hybridity, and racial power. What remains 

less developed is the link that joins these concerns: the 

way a body can be biologically remade while its racial 
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meaning is politically reproduced. This paper places 

that link at the centre of its reading. 

 

III. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

3.1.  Omi and Winant and Racial Formation 

In Racial Formation in the United States, Michael Omi 

and Howard Winant argue that race is not a fixed 

biological fact. It is created, contested, and 

transformed through social and political struggle. 

Racial categories shift over time because societies 

keep redrawing them to serve particular interests. 

What matters, then, is not only what a body is, but 

what a society decides that body means. Such 

meanings rarely stay still. They are argued over in 

homes, in courts, and in the streets. This theory helps 

us ask why Butler’s altered body does not bring racial 

peace. When Shori’s biology changes, race does not 

disappear. A new racial meaning emerges, and with it 

a new political conflict. 
 

3.2.  Hall and the Racialized Other 

Stuart Hall carries the question from politics to 

representation. In “The Spectacle of the ‘Other,’” he 

examines how difference is produced and fixed 

through images, words, and stereotypes. A stereotype, 

for Hall, reduces a person to a few simple traits and 

then presents those traits as natural. The process is 

never neutral. Those who represent others gain the 

power to define them. Hall helps us read the 

conservative Ina in the novel. They do not merely 

notice that Shori is different. They construct her 

difference as dangerous, and her dark skin stops being 

pigment and becomes a sign of impurity. 
 

3.3.  Braidotti and the Posthuman Subject 

Rosi Braidotti offers a supporting lens. In The 

Posthuman, she rejects the idea of a single, unified, 

self-contained subject and describes identity as 

multiple, embodied, and formed through relations with 

others, including nonhuman others. This view explains 

why Shori cannot be held inside the categories her 

world offers. She is neither simply human nor simply 

Ina, neither wholly natural nor wholly artificial. 

Braidotti allows us to read this refusal of categories not 

as a lack, but as another way of being. 
 

3.4. From Body to Belonging 

These thinkers allow a clear distinction in three steps. 

The first is the voice of biology: my body is different. 

The second is the voice of representation: my 

difference means something. The third is the voice of 

racial governance: because your difference means 

something, you may be excluded. Fledgling 

dramatizes this third step. Omi and Winant explain 

how race is produced, Hall explains how racial 

difference is represented and stabilised, and Braidotti 

explains how Shori unsettles fixed identities in the first 

place. Together they trace a movement that runs 

through the whole novel: from body, to identity, to 

representation, to belonging. A body can be changed 

in a laboratory. Belonging, however, must be granted 

by others, and that is where the real struggle begins. 

 

IV. ENGINEERING BLACKNESS: RACE AS 

BIOLOGICAL PLASTICITY 

 

4.1.  The Genetic Experiment 

Shori’s body is an archive of crossings. It holds Ina 

genetics, human genetics, and, within that human 

inheritance, DNA from a Black woman. This last 

element is not incidental. It is precisely what gives 

Shori her increased melanin, and the melanin is what 

lets her resist the sun. For a species that must sleep 

through the day and hide from daylight, this is no small 

gift. It promises safety, freedom of movement, and a 

longer reach into the human world. 

4.2.  Brown, Not Black: Learning a Social Category 

Butler introduces this fact gradually, which makes its 

weight felt more deeply. Shori begins the novel 

without memory, so she learns about her own body at 

the same pace as the reader. In an early exchange, 

someone names her as Black, and her response is 

revealing: “I had been about to protest that I was 

brown, not black, but before I could speak, I 

understood what he meant” (Butler 37). The sentence 

is quiet, but it carries a long history. Shori first thinks 

of colour as a description of shade. Then she realises 

that “black” is not a description at all. It is a social 

category, already loaded with meaning before she 

arrives. Her understanding comes in a single instant, 

and the reader senses how much she must now carry 

without having chosen it. 

 

4.3. Reversing the History of Racial Biology 

This moment matters because Butler deliberately 

reverses a long and painful history. For centuries, 

racial science used biology to build hierarchy. Skin 

colour, skull shape, and blood were measured and 
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ranked, and Blackness was cast as a mark of 

deficiency. In Fledgling, Butler turns this logic upside 

down. A biological feature associated with Blackness 

becomes an evolutionary advantage. Melanin is no 

longer a sign of inferiority. It is a tool of survival. 

Where racial science moved from biology to 

inferiority, Butler’s narrative moves from biology to 

adaptability. 

There is a subtle tenderness in this reversal. The Ina, a 

proud and ancient people, need what a Black human 

body can offer. Their future in daylight depends on it. 

Butler gives Blackness a central place in the evolution 

of another species, and in doing so she restores a kind 

of dignity that history so often denied. Shori is not a 

lesser version of the Ina. In many practical ways, she 

is more capable than they are. 

 

4.4.  The Limits of a Biological Answer 

Yet Butler does not let this reversal settle into comfort. 

Wright, Shori’s first human symbiont, soon voices the 

suspicion that the violence against her family is not 

random. He wonders whether it is “happening because 

Shori is black, and racists. don’t like the idea that a 

good part of the answer to your daytime problems is 

melanin” (Butler 147). His words strike at the heart of 

the matter. The very trait that solves an Ina problem is 

the trait that some Ina cannot accept. A solution 

grounded in Black biology is unbearable to those who 

believe that worth flows only through a pure line. 

Through Shori, Butler suggests that race can be 

engineered. It can be added, measured, and put to use. 

The biological basis of racial difference turns out to be 

plastic rather than fixed. But this raises a harder 

question. If race can be changed at the level of the 

body, does that change dismantle racism? The novel’s 

answer is clear and sobering. It does not. The next 

section follows the path by which a modified biology 

becomes, once again, a racialized sign. 

 

V. THE PERSISTENT SIGN OF DIFFERENCE: 

FROM MODIFIED BIOLOGY TO 

RACIALIZATION 

 

5.1.  Purity and the Politics of Fear 

The family most opposed to Shori is the Silk family, 

supported by their ally Katharine Dahlman. To them, 

Shori represents genetic crossing, and genetic crossing 

threatens their idea of Ina purity. They see in her not 

progress but contamination. Their hostility does not 

remain in words. It takes the form of fire and murder. 

Shori’s mothers and sisters are killed, and later her 

father and his household, along with many of the 

human symbionts who loved them. 

Here the central paradox of the novel becomes sharp. 

Shori is biologically more adaptable than any other 

Ina. Yet she is socially less acceptable. Her advantage 

in the body becomes a disadvantage in the community. 

Butler shows that the conflict is not really about what 

Shori’s body can do. It is about what her body is taken 

to mean. 

 

5.2.  From Difference to Exclusion 

Stuart Hall’s account of the racialized “Other” makes 

this process visible. The problem is not simply Shori’s 

phenotype. It is the meaning assigned to that 

phenotype. The Silks take a biological difference and 

turn it into a political boundary. The process unfolds 

in recognisable stages. First there is difference. Then 

comes interpretation. Interpretation hardens into 

stereotype. Stereotype leads to exclusion. And 

exclusion, in this novel, ends in violence. 

 

5.3.  The Clever Dog: Race, Species, and Standing 

The Council of Judgment, the Ina court that gathers to 

hear Shori’s case, brings this logic into the open. 

During the proceedings, Milo Silk refuses to accept 

that Shori even belongs among the Ina. He cries out: 

“You’re not Ina! ... You’re not! And you have no more 

business at this Council than a clever dog!” (Butler 

238). The insult is chilling in its precision. It does not 

deny Shori’s intelligence. A clever dog can be clever. 

What it denies is her standing. She may be capable, 

articulate, even brilliant, yet she is pushed outside the 

circle of those who count. This is the old move of 

racism: to admit the abilities of the Other while 

refusing the Other a place. 

The image of the dog also blends race with species. It 

places Shori at the edge of the animal, outside the 

boundary of the people. Readers familiar with the 

history of slavery and colonialism will recognise the 

echo. Black people were long described in animal 

terms precisely so that their exclusion would appear 

natural. Milo Silk’s words reach into that history and 

bring it into an Ina courtroom. Later in the same 

hearing, Russell Silk hurls an open racial slur at Shori, 

leaving no doubt that the hostility of the Silks is rooted 

in colour as much as in genetics. 
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5.4.  Biological Truth and Racial Choice 

What makes this part of the novel so unsettling is that 

the Silks are not ignorant of science. They know 

exactly what the Matthews family has achieved. They 

understand that Shori’s melanin is useful. Their 

rejection is therefore not a mistake about biology. It is 

a choice about meaning. Omi and Winant’s theory 

clarify this point. Race is formed through social and 

political struggle, and the Silks are fighting to keep a 

certain racial order in place. They prefer a weaker, 

purer people to a stronger, mixed one. 

This leads to what may be the most important insight 

of Fledgling. Eliminating biological essentialism does 

not automatically eliminate racial essentialism. 

Science can prove that a trait is useful, shared, and 

changeable. It can show that no pure line exists. Yet 

those who wish to hold on to hierarchy can still insist 

on purity as a value. Racism, Butler suggests, survives 

not because it is correct about the body, but because it 

serves the interests of those who practise it. 

 

VI. BEYOND THE POST-RACIAL BODY: 

BELONGING, HYBRIDITY, AND THE LIMITS 

OF TRANSFORMATION 

 

6.1.  Shori as a Relational Subject 

Shori is many things at once. She is Ina. She is 

genetically part human. She is Black. She is female. 

She is genetically engineered. And she is positioned 

by her enemies as abnormal. None of these labels 

alone can contain her. Rosi Braidotti’s posthuman 

theory helps us read this multiplicity as a strength 

rather than a flaw. Shori is a relational subject, formed 

through ties to others: to her lost mothers, to the 

memory of her father, Iosif, to the Gordon family who 

shelter her, and above all to her human symbionts. Her 

identity is not a fixed core. It is a living network. 

 

6.2.  The Limits of Hybridity 

Yet multiplicity does not guarantee acceptance. Esra 

Coker Körpez is right to observe that hybridity can 

exist alongside boundary maintenance. The Ina can 

live among humans, feed on them, and love them, and 

still hold firm ideas about who is fully Ina. Shori’s 

hybrid body makes new forms of community possible, 

but it does not force any community to welcome her. 

This is perhaps the quiet heart of the novel: hybridity 

creates possibility without guaranteeing acceptance. 

Possibility must still be defended, and it often has to 

be defended against people who once shared one’s 

name and history. 

 

6.3.  The Council and Political Belonging 

The courtroom scenes make this struggle formal. 

Hershini Bhana Young reads the Council of Judgment 

as a space where the law reveals both its necessity and 

its limits. Shori must prove, through Ina legal 

procedure, that she is entitled to justice. In effect, her 

biological identity becomes a question of social and 

political recognition. She has to argue for the right to 

be heard before she can argue for the right to be 

avenged. The Council does eventually rule against the 

Silks. Their sons are to be taken and raised by other 

families, which means the Silk line will end, and 

Katharine Dahlman is sentenced to lose her legs. Yet 

the verdict comes only after long debate, open insult, 

and further loss. It is a victory, but a fragile one, and 

Butler refuses to present it as a full repair of what was 

broken. 

This reveals a three-part distinction that runs beneath 

the whole novel. Genetic belonging is not the same as 

social belonging, and social belonging is not the same 

as political belonging. Shori is genetically Ina, though 

not only Ina. She gradually gains social belonging 

among the Gordons and her symbionts. Political 

belonging, however, the right to stand as an equal 

before the Council, must be won through struggle. 

Each layer can exist without the others. A body can be 

accepted in the laboratory and rejected in the 

courtroom. 

 

6.4.  Toward a New Community 

Still, Butler does not leave the reader in despair. 

Against the purity politics of the Silks, Shori begins to 

build something new. She gathers her symbionts into 

a household based on care, consent, and mutual need. 

Reflecting on the life she hopes to make, she imagines 

“a home in which my symbionts enjoyed being with 

me and enjoyed one another and raised their children 

as I raised mine” (Butler 127). The line is simple, 

almost domestic, and that is its power. After so much 

loss, Shori does not dream of conquest or revenge 

alone. She dreams of a shared home. Her desire is not 

for a world without difference. Her symbionts are 

human, and she is not. Their children and hers will be 

different from one another. What she longs for is a 

community in which those differences sit side by side 

without being ranked. 
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This is why it would be too simple to call Fledgling a 

post-racial novel. Race does not disappear in Shori’s 

world. Her Blackness remains visible, and it remains 

significant. What changes, in her hope at least, is the 

role that difference plays. It loses its claim to decide 

who rules and who serves, who is a person and who is 

a clever dog. As van Veen insists, Butler does not 

escape race by moving beyond the human. She brings 

the history of race into the posthuman future and asks 

that future to answer for it. 

Butler does not imagine a world without racial 

difference. She imagines a world in which biological 

difference no longer provides a legitimate foundation 

for political inequality. That world is not yet achieved 

by the end of the novel. Shori is still young, still 

healing, still learning who she is. But the outline of it 

is there, in the household she is building and, in the 

courage, it takes to keep building after so much has 

been burned. 

VII. CONCLUSION 

 

This paper has argued that Fledgling makes a three-

fold contribution to the way we think about race. The 

novel makes race biologically mutable. Through 

genetic engineering, Butler shows that the features 

most often used to define racial difference can be 

added, altered, and put to use. Melanin, in Shori’s 

body, becomes a gift of survival rather than a mark of 

inferiority. 

The novel shows that racial meaning is socially and 

politically produced. The Silks understand Shori’s 

biology well, yet they still read her dark skin as 

impurity and threat. Their hatred does not rest on a 

scientific error. It rests on a choice to defend a racial 

order. Through the Council of Judgment, Butler 

reveals how such a choice can wear the robes of 

tradition and law. 

Fledgling demonstrates that changing the biological 

body cannot by itself change the structures that decide 

who belongs. Shori’s body is transformed, but her 

acceptance must still be fought for, argued for, and 

sometimes bled for. Genetic belonging does not 

guarantee social belonging, and social belonging does 

not guarantee political standing. 

Butler’s last novel therefore leaves us with a hard and 

honest truth. Engineering Blackness does not engineer 

equality. Equality has to be built in the slow and 

patient work of community, consent, and justice. In 

Shori’s small, wounded, determined figure, Butler 

gives that work a face, and a reason to continue. 

 

VIII. FURTHER RESEARCH 

 

This study opens several paths for further inquiry. A 

first direction would compare Shori’s genetically 

engineered Blackness with the altered body of Lilith 

Iyapo in Butler’s Dawn, where genetic change is 

imposed by alien others rather than designed by kin. A 

second direction could trace genetic engineering and 

racial futurity across Butler’s entire body of work, 

asking how her views on biological change developed 

over three decades. A third path would place Fledgling 

beside Nalo Hopkinson’s Brown Girl in the Ring or 

Midnight Robber, reading all three through the lens of 

biological hybridity and Black futurity. Finally, 

scholars might examine the wider relationship 

between race and species in contemporary Afrofuturist 

fiction, where the line between human and nonhuman 

is often used to rethink the history of racial exclusion. 

Each of these directions could extend the present 

argument into a larger project on race, biology, and the 

speculative imagination. 
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